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The religion of Mani arose from a Judaeo-Christian milieu in southern 
Mesopotamia in the third century — a time of both cultural and religious 
syncretism. When it was first proclaimed in the Roman empire by mission- 
aries from the Syriac-speaking parts of the Persian empire it was attacked by 
pagan emperors as a Persian religion bent on destroying the moral fabric of 
the empire and by Christian leaders as a Gnostic-type heresy embodying a 
strong element of Marcionism as well as numerous pagan and foreign (mainly 


Iranian) features. The discovery of genuine Manichaean sources, from Turfan 
in Central Asia and from Medinet Madi and Kellis (Ismant el-Kharab in the 
Dakhleh oasis) in Egypt, has shown that Manichaeism was a universalist reli- 
gion founded not to imitate but to surpass other major religions of late antiq- 


uity in order to absorb their followers into its fold. In an important mission 


statement preserved in a Coptic text from Medinet Madi, Mani declares: 


The church that I have chosen is superior in ten aspects over the first churches. 
So, one: [. . . the apostles] that were sent to them chose a church with much 
toil. Some of them came in... . only; others among them have come in... 
alone; and each of them came in, [they chose the] churches that they chose 
in the places and the cities where they were disclosed. The one who chose his 
church in the west, his church did not reach to the east; the one who chose 
his church in the east, his election did not come to the west. Thus, there are 
some of them: their name did not display in other cities. 


However, my hope, mine: It is provided for it to go to the west and also for it 
to go to the east; and in every language they hear the voice ofits proclamation, 
and it is proclaimed in all cities. In this first matter my church surpasses the 
first churches: Because the first churches were chosen according to place, 
according to city. My church, mine: It is provided for it to go out from all 
cities, and its good news attains every country. 


[The second]: My church surpasses in the wisdom and . . . which I have 
unveiled for you in it. This [immeasurable] wisdom I have written in the holy 
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books, in the great Gospel and the other writings; so that it will not be changed 
after me. Also, the way that I have written it in the books: [This] also is how 
I have commanded it to be depicted. Indeed, all the [apostles], my brethren 
who came prior to me: [They did not write] their wisdom in books the way 
that I, I have written it. [Nor] did they depict their wisdom in the Picture (-Book) 
the way [that I, I have] depicted it. My church surpasses [in this other matter 
also], for its primacy to the first churches. 


[The third: My] church will remain henceforth and be unveiled through the 
world; because [. . . the first] churches, after they were revealed according 
to... they were stretched, they remained in the world for [a short time] 
only. Afterwards, they [... the apostles went] out from the world; but their 
churches . . . remained behind them, after them, in their likeness. However, 
my church, mine: It has attained (its) disclosure and can [not] be hidden from 
this time on; it has attained its fastness and cannot be shaken, continuing on 
till the end of the world. 


The fourth: The writings and the wisdom and the revelations and the parables 
and the psalms ofall the first churches have been collected in every place. They 
have come down to my church. They have added to the wisdom that I have 
revealed, the way water might add to water and become many waters. Again, 
this also is the way that the ancient books have added to my writings, and have 
become great wisdom; its like was not uttered in all the ancient generations. 
They did not write nor did they unveil the books the way that I, Ihave written it. 


The fifth: The persecutions and the temptations and the afflictions that the 
first apostles proclaimed; they themselves prophesy that they are provided 
to happen to this church. Look: They have happened to it just as is written! 
[However, it], it has been strong. It has persisted against [all] the temptations; 
it was not overcome, nor was it thrown back. Happen you know that the 
crucifixions and the afflictions, which are different to each; the slaughters that 
are not like one another; these did not occur in all the churches. They have 
happened in my church for its primacy to all the other churches." 


The remaining five reasons are poorly preserved, but central to Mani’s self- 
identity as the leader ofa universal religion was his self-declared title of Apostle 
of Jesus Christ’ and in Western Manichaean sources he was sometimes identi- 
fied as the personification of the Paraclete. Although Mani rapidly became a 
Buddha as the religion spread eastwards across Central Asia, his most impor- 
tant title in Manichaean sources found in Turfan remains the ‘Envoy of Light’ 


1 Mani, Kephalaia 154 (ed. Polotsky et al., 370-1); trans. Gardner, in I. M. F. Gardner and 
S. N. C. Lieu, eds., Manichaean texts from the Roman empire, 265-6. The following editorial 
signs are used in this chapter: round brackets ( ) indicate explanatory material added by 
the author; square brackets [ ] indicate lacunae in the text. 
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and in this respect he foreshadows Mohammed as no other religious leader 
in the Judaeo-Christian milieu in late antiquity made such claims to apostolic 
and divine lineage. This putative apostolic link also meant that the religion 
was able to expand as a form of Christianity during the post-Constantinian era 
in the Roman empire. 


Mani and the ‘baptists’ 


Mani’s parents originally hailed from Hamadan in Parthia but they moved to 
Assuristan (southern Mesopotamia) and settled at first in the Parthian (win- 
ter) capital of Ctesiphon where his father Patik was converted to the strict 
ascetic teaching of a baptising sect known in a tenth-century Arabic source 
as the Mughtasilah (i.e., ‘those who baptise themselves’). His wife Maryam 
was pregnant with Mani at the time of Patik’s conversion (c. 216) and he later 
brought the child into the sect. Our information on the first two decades 
of Mani’s life is heavily dependent on the Greek Cologne-Mani Codex (CMC). 
Measuring only 38 x 45mm but with up to twenty-seven lines of text per page, 
this tiny vellum codex might have come originally from a tomb in the region 
of Lycopolis. It contains a semi-autobiographical account of Mani in Greek in 
the form of an anthology of witness accounts given by his earliest disciples 
that was intended as a prelude to a history of the growth and expansion of the 
Manichaean church. The fragmentary opening pages of the codex describe the 
young Mani as the recipient of a special gnosis from his divine twin or compan- 
ion (Gr. syzygos). Later, the young Mani was challenged on this self-imposed 
withdrawal from the rules of the sect that required its followers to gather 
vegetables and to purify them by ritual washing. He defended himself through 
appealing to a number of incidents associated with a certain Alchasaios (sic) 
whom he and his fellow baptists regarded as the founder of the sect: 


‘If you now make accusations against me concerning baptism, carry on then, 
and I will show you by your own Rule and the revelations which were granted 
to your leaders, that you must not baptise yourelf.’ 

For Alchasaios (sic), the founder of your Rule, expounds this. You see, when 
he (once) went to wash in some water, he saw a man appear in the spring of 
waters. This apparition said to him: ‘Is it not enough that your animals abuse 
me? Even you yourself mistreat [my place] and offend against my water!’ 
So Alchasaios [was amazed] and spoke to the apparition: “The fornication, 
the filth and the impurity of the world are thrown at you, and you make no 
objection. But on account of me you are grieved!’ It answered him: ‘It may 
be that all these have not recognised who I am. But why have you not held 
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me in honour, you, who claim to be a servant of God and a just man?’ Then 
Alchasaios was taken aback and did not wash himself in the water. 

Again, a long time after, he wanted to wash in a stretch of water and told 
his disciples to look for a place [with little] water, so that he could wash there. 
His disciples [found the] place for him. As he [was preparing] himself to wash, 
again he saw in that spring also the apparition of a man. It spoke to him: “We 
and those other waters in the lake (literally: “sea” i.e. lake or river) are one. 
Now you have come here to offend against us and to abuse us.’ Alchasaios, in 
great alarm and agitation allowed the dirt to dry on his head and then [shook] 
it off. 

[Again] (Mani) expounded how Alchasaios kept ploughs [lying ready] and 
went [to] them. [The earth] however made its voice heard and said to him: 
[Why] do you make your profit from me?’ Then Alchasaios took clods of the 
earth which had spoken to him, wept, kissed them, took them to his bosom 
and began to speak: “This is the flesh and blood of my lord’ (Matth. 26, 26-27). 

Again (Mani) said, that Alchasaios came upon his disciples as they were 
baking bread and the bread therefore spoke to him. He then ordered that 
there should be no more baking of bread.” 


Mani’s Judaeo-Christian upbringing might explain his familiarity with certain 
Jewish and Christian scriptures. He and his followers made extensive use of 
both the Gospel texts (possibly through a harmony like Tatian’s Diatessaron) 
and the Pauline corpus, which he acquired probably through reading the 
writings of Marcion as part of his reaction against the Jewish element in the 
teaching of the sect. 


The gnosis of Mani 


While there is little doubt that Mani had come under Judaeo-Christian influ- 
ence from an early stage of his life, the core of his teaching consists of a myth 
which finds few echoes in mainstream Judaeo-Christian teaching even though 
some of its main themes have parallels in esoteric Jewish and Gnostic writings. 
The dualism of Manichaeism is primarily a dualism of body (which is entirely 
evil) and spirit (which is a part of divinity). To explain how the intermingling 
of good and evil took place before the creation of mankind, Mani developed 
an elaborate and polytheistic cosmogonic myth of a primeval invasion of the 
Kingdom of Light by the forces of Darkness. The former is ruled over by 
the Father of Greatness who is the epitome of all that is good, beautiful 
and honourable and his realm is completely insulated from the horrors of 


2 Cologne Manichaean Codex 94.1-97.10 (eds. Koenen and Römer, 66-8); trans. Lieu et al., in 
Gardner and Lieu, Manichaean texts from the Roman empire, 63. 
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war and suffering. It is composed of five Light Elements: Air, Wind, Light, 
Water and Fire; and it also consists of five dwellings: Intelligence, Knowledge, 
Reason, Thought and Deliberation. The latter is the dominion of the Prince 
of Darkness, who is depicted as a multiform monster and whose infernal king- 
dom is characterised by concupiscence and strife. As the Kingdom of Light 
is not equipped for war, not even for its own self-defence, its ruler has to 
evoke other deities to fulfil this unaccustomed role. He calls forth from within 
himself the Mother of Life (also called the Great Spirit) and she in turn calls 
forth the Primal Man whom she arms with the five Light Elements. In the 
initial encounter, the Primal Man is overwhelmed by the powers of Darkness 
and is lulled into a death-like sleep and his armour of Light Elements is partly 
devoured by the Archons of Darkness. The Father then evokes a new series of 
divinities for the rescue of the Primal Man. Of these the Living Spirit with his 
five Sons who were his evocations-the Custodian of Splendour, the Great King 
of Honour, Adamas of Light, the King of Glory and Atlas - come down and 
call out to him in a piercing voice, whereupon the Primal Man responds and is 
awakened. This leads to a reunion of the Primal Man with the Father and her- 
alds a complex process for the redemption of the Light Elements held captive 
as Light-Particles in the bodies of the Archons of Darkness. Ten heavens and 
eight earths are created and in their lower sections are imprisoned the Archons 
of Darkness. A new evocation, the hermaphroditic (Third) Envoy, then seduces 
the male and female Archons with his/her good looks and induces them to 
ejaculate or abort the Light-Particles held captive in them. These fall on the 
earth and bring forth plant and animal life. A complex system involving a set 
of Three Wheels of wind, of water and of fire is constructed and empowered 
by them; the main planetary and stellar bodies are then set in motion to return 
the Light-Particles to their original abode. The redeemed Light-Particles are 
transported via the Column of Glory whose visible appearance is the Milky 
Way. The Light-Particles are drawn up, refined and sublimated and at the 
same time conveyed along the Milky Way from the moon to the sun. The 
two stellar bodies are both receiving stations for the Light-Particles as well as 
vessels for their conveyance. The periodic waxing and waning of the moon is 
therefore caused by the migration of these Light-Particles. From the sun the 
Light-Particles eventually go to a New Earth, which is created by the Great 
Builder. This New Earth or Paradise ruled by the Primal Man is not the same 
as the Kingdom of Light but is made of the same substance. Its main func- 
tion is to be a home for the deities that have been evoked and the Light that 
they have redeemed so that the Kingdom of Light may remain aloof from the 
turmoil. 
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Smarted by this apparent defeat, the Prince of Darkness creates a pair of 
male and female demons. The former devours the offspring of the abortions 
and thereby ingests their Light-Particles within them and copulates with his 
partner who gives birth to the First Man (Adam) and the First Woman (Eve), 
who are microcosms — exact miniatures of the universe (macrocosm) — since 
both possess a mixture of Light and Matter. 

Made blind and deaf by Matter, Adam is unaware and forgetful of his distant 
divine origin. His soul, firmly bound to the accursed body, has literally ‘lost 
consciousness’. It is at that moment that the transcendent Jesus — whom the 
Manichaeans termed (in Syriac) Yishö’ Ziwd, that is, Jesus-the-Splendour’ or 
Jesus of Light’ - comes to his aid. In this way, Jesus, whose role for the 
Manichaeans as also for Gnosticism is significantly cosmic in scope, fulfils his 
more usual function of teacher and as exorciser of demons. He shows Adam 
the Father in the heights and his own self which is cast down before the teeth of 
wild beasts, devoured by dogs, mingled with and imprisoned in everything that 
exists, shackled in the corruption of darkness. Jesus also raises him and makes 
him eat of the Tree of Life through which he comes to full realisation of the 
imprisonment of his divine soul by his sinful body. To achieve the separation 
of these elements, the Third Envoy evokes the ‘Column of Glory’, up which 
the particles of Light can climb. First they take their place in the moon, and 
when the moon wanes they are transported to the sun and, from there, on to 
Paradise. Eventually a new Paradise is constructed for the light-gods. When 
the Light-Particles in the world have been purified enough for them to come 
together into the last ‘statue’, the end of the world starts. A Universal Fire 
of 1,468 years takes place and finally the darkness is compressed into a lump 
(Gr. bolos), in which certain sinful souls remain. 

The long-term imprisonment of Light by Matter in the physical universe, 
which the Manichaeans see as a form of crucifixion and personified by the 
‘suffering Jesus’ (Jesus patibilis), has important practical consequences for those 
who have been illumined by Mani’s gnosis. Their duty is to be instruments for 
the liberation of this Light. To do this requires both a conscious effort for virtue 
by the individual and the avoidance of any action that might harm the Light or 
prolong its captivity. The Manichaeans are therefore enjoined to observe the 
‘Five Commandments’ (fasting, alms-giving, no killing, no flesh-eating and 
poverty) and the “Three Seals’, i.e., those of ‘mouth, hands and breast’. Strict 
observance of these rules is of course only possible for a select few and the sect 
therefore consists of a dyarchy of Elect (who endeavour to keep all the laws) 
and the Hearers (who are allowed to marry and to procreate and generate 
wealth as long as they serve the daily needs of the Elect). 
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The Manichaean canon 


Mani was a prodigious author who was anxious that his teaching should survive 
him, and the sect came to revere a canon of his writings: 


1 the Living gospel 

2 the Treasure of life 

3 the Pragmateia 

4 the Book of mysteries 
5 the Book of the giants 
6 the Epistles 

7 Psalms and prayers. 


In addition to these the Manichaeans possessed a picture-book illustrating 
the cosmogonic teaching of Mani, which is known as the Ardahang in Middle 
Iranian sources. Of the seven canonical works, only the Epistles were found 
among the Coptic Manichaean codices discovered at Medinet Madi in 1930, 
but, sadly, before the codex was conserved and photographed, it was lost at 
the end of the Second World War. Even so, about two dozen letters survived 
on a few leaves and a similar number of other letters have also been found at 
Kellis, which are now being edited and published separately. 

The titles of most of the canonical works were known to the fathers, with 
the result that citations from them have survived in polemical as well as 
Manichaean texts. The Living gospel is twice cited in the Cologne Mani-Codex 
(65.23-68.5 and 68.5-69.8), but the first citation from the prologue is more fully 
preserved in two Middle Iranian fragments from Turfan: 


(a) Middle Persian version* 

Header He teaches the Gospel Aleph.’ 

(She was praised and be praised), the Maiden of Light head of all wisdoms. 
It was praised and is praised, the holy church, by the power of the Father, by 
the praise of the Mother, and [by the wisdom of the Son], and on the speakers 
and hearers of the true word. (8 lines left blank) Let there be praise and honour 
to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost and [to the holy book. ] 


[. .. ca. 15 lines lost . . . which instructs eye and] ear, and teaches the fruit of 
truth. (8 lines left blank) 


3 The letters from the surviving leaves of the now lost Epistle-Codex are currently being 
edited by W.-P Funk. The letters from Kellis are being edited by I. M. F. Gardner for the 
publications of the Dakhleh Oasis Project. 

4 M77 (ed. and trans. D. N. MacKenzie, ‘I, Mani. . .’, 184 and 186-90). 

5 Middle Persian: ‘rb. According to Arabic sources, the Gospel of Mani was composed of 
twenty-two chapters, each after a letter of the Semitic alphabet. 
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I Mani, apostle of Jesus the friend, by the will ofthe Father, the true God, he 
from whom I came to be, . . . is after all (things), and everything which has 
been and will be stands by his power. The fortunate receive this (good) news, 
the wise recognise (it), the strong don (it, sc. as their armour), the learned 
[consider (?)](it to be) better... 


The polytheistic nature of the work is established by the praise given in the 
first extract to two female deities unknown to Christianity; there can be no 
doubt that the Manichaean version of the life of Jesus contained in the Living 
gospel was dissimilar to the accounts found in the Christian Gospels. 


Manichaeism in a Christian milieu 
in the Roman empire 


Mani won the support of the Sassanid King of Kings Shapur I, who allowed him 
to disseminate his religion in the now considerably enlarged Persian empire. 
It was missionary success in frontier cities like Edessa, Nisibis and Palmyra 
that brought the religion into the Roman empire. Mani continued to enjoy the 
patronage of the Persian court until the accession of Vahram I who had Mani 
thrown into jail, where he died of torture (c. 276). The martyrdom of Mani 
was commemorated annually at the Feast of the Bema, the most important 
event in the Manichaean calendar in which an image of Mani was placed on 
a special platform (bema). The event falls near the Christian celebration of 
Easter. According to Augustine, this meant that Manichaean converts from 
Christianity celebrated the Feast of the Bema with the same fervour as the 
Paschal Feast which they once held dear.° 

One of the earliest notices of the missionary endeavours of Manichaeism in 
the Roman East is a pastoral letter from a Christian leader warning the faithful 
against followers of the ‘madness’ (a pun on Mani’s name in Greek) of Mani: 


Again the Manichaeans speak [falsely against marriage saying that] he does 
well [who does not] marry. [Paul] says that the man who does not marry 
[does better;] but that adulterer and forni[cator are evil is manifest from the] 
Holy Scriptures, from which we learn [that marriage is honoured by God, 
but that He abominates forni]cators and adulterers. Whereby it is manifest 
[that He condemns] them also that worship the creation who [. . . have 
committed adultery] with sticks and stones. Not but what God commandeth 
us [to chastise the man that doeth] evil: in these words [If there be found man 
or woman] in one of the cities which the Lord thy God giveth thee that has 


6 Augustine, Contra epistolam fundamenti 8 (CSEL 25": 202-3) 
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wrought wickedness in the sight ofthe Lord thy God and hath worshipped 
[the sun or any of the host of heaven, ] it is an abomination unto the Lord 
thy God. Every one that doth [these things is an abomination unto the Lord] 
thy God. 

And the Manichees manifestly wor[ship the creation (? and that which they 
say)] in their psalms is an abomination to the Lord [. . . (saying) ‘Neither] have 
I cast it (sc. the bread) into the oven: another hath brought me this and I have 
eaten it without guilt.” Whence we can easily conclude that the Manichaeans 
are filled with such madness; especially since this Apology to the Bread’ is the 
work of a man filled with much madness. 

As I said before, I have cited this in brief from the document of the madness 
of the Manichaeans that fell into my hands, that we may be on our guard 
against these who with deceitful and lying words steal into our houses, and 
particularly against those women whom they call ‘elect’ and whom they hold 
in honour, manifestly because they require their menstrual blood for the 
abominations of their madness . . 7 


Despite the efforts of the early missionaries to promote Manichaeism as a 
superior form of Christianity, they were limited in their ability to claim that 
their teaching was biblical because they could not compromise Mani’s teaching 
which they were obliged to copy and disseminate as laid down in his canonical 
writings. A literal acceptance of the historical and scientific truth of Mani’s 
cosmogonic myth is essential for the believer as it alone gives the rationale for 
the cult’s two-tiered structure and asceticism. This ‘totalitarian gnosis’ allows 
for no allegorical interpretation of Manichaean myth. As one of the earliest 
critics of Mani’s teaching, the Neoplatonist Alexander of Lycopolis, observes: 


Besides, the Manichaeans went far beyond the creators of myth, those who 
emasculate Uranus, dream up the plots hatched against Kronos by his son, 
desirous of seizing power, or who, still with this same Kronos, have his children 
eaten, then say how he was deceived by the appearance of the stone. Are not 
their utterances of the same order when they introduce, quite frankly, a combat 
fought by the matter against God? And they do not even mean it in a figurative 
sense, like the way in which Homer, in the Iliad, shows Zeus taking pleasure 
in the spectacle of the gods in confrontation with one another, in order to 
indicate thereby that the world is made up of dissimilar elements adjusted one 
to another which sometimes dominate and are sometimes dominated.® 


This literalism raises the important question as to whether Manichaeans 
saw themselves as polytheists despite their close affinity to monotheistic 


7 P.Rylands Greek 469, ll. 12-34; trans. C. H. Roberts, Catalogue of the Greek and Latin papyri, 43. 
8 Alexander of Lycopolis, Contra Manichaei opiniones disputatio 10 (ed. Brinkmann, 16.9-20); 
trans. Lieu in Gardner and Lieu, Manichaean texts from the Roman empire. 
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Christianity. The ‘Prayer ofthe Emanations’ from Kellis, which was composed 
in Greek, throws fascinating new light on this important aspect of Manichaean 
self-definition. The text was found inscribed on both sides of a single wooden 
board; the style of the Greek is too good for it to be a translation and it is 
therefore likely to have been an original composition in that language.? The 
text begins with praise for the Great Father of Lights (i.e. Father of Greatness), 
the principal deity of the Manichaean pantheon: 


I worship and glorify the Great Father of Lights from pure thought. With a 
guileless word have been glorified and honoured you and your majesty and 
the wholly blessed aeons. For you in glory have perfected their foundation. 
Your power and glory and your light and word and your majesty and the aeons 
of affirmation and all your counsel have been glorified. For you are God the 
foundation of every grace and life and truth." 


But then the author of the prayer gives praise to other Manichaean deities and 
does not hesitate to call them gods (theoi): 


I worship and glorify all gods, all angels, all splendours, all luminaries, all 
powers, those which are from the great and glorious f(ath)er, those which 
subsist in his holiness and in his light are nourished, purified from all darkness 
and malignance."" 


Despite this polytheistic teaching, the Manichaean community in Kellis (an 
isolated location in the late third and early fourth centuries) saw themselves 
as true Christians. The lack of pressure for religious conformity and of admin- 
istrative coercion in the Dakhleh oasis enabled the Manichaean community 
there to develop its doctrines without having to reconfigure the inherent poly- 
theism of its cosmogony in line with the general trend towards monotheism. 
The fact that a normative text from Paul’s letter to the Romans (2.6-29) in 
the Sub-Achmimic dialect was found in House 3 at Kellis”? indicates that New 
Testament texts were read by the sect and probably used as a stylistic model for 
presenting Manichaean literature in Coptic. They also identified themselves 
as ‘members of the holy church, the sons and/or daughters of the Light Mind 
(Nous). ® The Light-Nous, a divine messenger and enlightener, is often met in 


9 Cf. “The Prayer of the Emanations in Greek from Kellis’, ed. Jenkins. 
10 Prayer of the Emanations, ll. 2-14; trans. Jenkins, 255. 
11 Prayer of the Emanations, ll. 15-22; trans. Jenkins, 255. 
12 P. Kell. Copt. 6 (ed. I. M. F. Gardner, Kellis literary texts, 1: 82-4). 
13 P. Kell. Copt. 31.1-4 (eds. I. M. F. Gardner et al., Coptic documentary texts from Kellis, 1: 
209-11). 
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genuine Manichaean sources in Coptic from Medinet Madi and also in texts 
in Middle Iranian, Old Turkish and Chinese in Central Asia - yet it was never 
mentioned by the fathers, not even by Augustine, in their voluminous works 
against the sect. Clearly the fathers’ polemic, including Augustine’s, possi- 
bly did not know and certainly did not understand the significance of ‘Light 
Mind (Nous)’. 


The church fathers and Manichaeism 


The end of the Great Persecution against the Christians heralded a period of 
religious peace in the Roman empire from which the Manichaeans were able 
to benefit. The sect gained followers in almost all parts of the Roman empire, 
especially in Syria, Mesopotamia, Egypt, North Africa and Italy. Christian 
leaders soon directed polemics against the sect, especially to counter the claim 
by the sect that its martyred founder was stamped with the ‘seal of the prophet’. 
One of the most popular works against the sect - the Acta Archelai — depicts 
Mani as a failed prophet who was jailed by the Persian king for failing to 
cure his son. He escaped from jail and crossed over to the Roman empire 
but was worsted in a public debate by a Christian bishop called Archelaus 
at Carchar (= Carrhae?). He was later recaptured by the Persians and was 
tortured and flayed alive for having bribed the guards to facilitate his earlier 
escape.” This version of Mani’s life, which is accompanied by a summary ofhis 
teaching, enjoyed wide circulation.” Polemicists like Epiphanius based their 
attack on the founder of the sect almost entirely on the information provided by 
the Acta.” 

Manichaean missionaries were noted for the reverence they paid to their 
scriptures, but the secretive nature of the sect coupled with the destruction of 
confiscated Manichaean books by officials meant that the fathers often did not 
have direct access to genuine literature of the sect. Two of the earliest polemics 
against the sect in Greek, by Titus of Bostra” and Serapion of Thmuis,” both 
display only secondary knowledge of the sect’s writings and they both appear to 
have used a similar florilegium of Manichaean citations, which was probably 


14 Acta Archelai 62-7 (GCS 16: 82-97); trans. M. Vermes, Hegemonius, 140-51. 

15 See further Lieu, Manichaeism in Mesopotamia and the Roman East, 132-52. 

16 Epiphanius, Panarion 66.1-31 (GCS edn, 1: 13-31). 

17 Titus of Bostra, Adversus Manichaeos; on Titus as a source see esp. P. Nagel, ‘Neues 
griechisches Material zu Titus von Bostra’. 

18 Serapion of Thmuis, Contra Manichaeos; on Serapion, see esp. K. Fitschen, Serapion von 
Thmuis, 19-57 and 164-204 (trans.). 
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compiled by the Christian church for the purpose of refutation. Serapion, 
Titus and Epiphanius alike attack the dualistic implications of Mani’s teaching, 
especially as evident in the first act ofthe Manichaean cosmic drama. However 
it is very hard to work out whether a genuine Manichaean tenet was being 
attacked or whether it was a suppositious one, invented for the purpose of 
refutation by inference from the general premises of dualism.” Epiphanius, 
who had made use of a summary of Manichaean cosmogony derived from the 
Acta Archelai,*® simply derided the details of Manichaean cosmogonic myth 
as a clear indication of the impotence of the Father of Greatness to exert his 
influence over forces of Darkness and as proof that the other deities of the 
Manichaean pantheon were on a par with the gods of the pagan theogony and 
mythology." 

The notable exception among the Christian polemicists in their knowledge 
of Manichaeism was of course Augustine of Hippo, who spent nine years 
as a Manichaean Hearer while he was a student and teacher at Carthage. 
He was the only church father (with the possible exception of Severus of 
Antioch)” to have preserved for us a substantial number of extracts from the 
genuine writings of Mani. Particularly notable are a long passage from 
the Thesaurus and a considerable number of fragments from a work known as 
the Epistula fundamenti, which was probably one of Mani’s canonical epistles. 
His friendship with Faustus of Mileu, the most erudite of Manichaean debaters, 
enabled him to witness a Manichaean missionary at work and his lengthy refu- 
tation of the ‘Apologia’ of Faustus is an invaluable source of Manichaean and 
anti-Manichaean positions on the authority of the Christian scriptures. 

One area of contention between the polemicists and the Manichaeans is the 
figure of Jesus who features prominently in Manichaean texts both East and 
West. He fulfilled both the role of the Gnostic saviour (or enlightener) and 
of the historical Messiah who was a prefiguration of Mani. However, because 
of their abhorrence for human conception and birth, the Manichaeans believed 
that if Christ was born ofa woman, even if she were a virgin, he could not have 
been divine. For a Son of God to take human nature would be to contaminate 


19 For an excellent survey of all known anti-Manichaean writings in Greek, see W. Klein, 
Die Argumentation in den griechisch-christlichen Antimanichaica. 

20 Acta Archelai 7-13 (GCS 16: 9-22) = Epiphanius, Panarion 66.25-31 (GCS edn, m: 53-72). 

21 Epiphanius, Panarion 66.46-9 (GCS edn, m: 83-7). 

22 See Severus, Cathedral homily 123 (PO 29: 124-88); the homily was originally composed in 
Greek although it has only survived in Syriac recensions. Severus cites from an unnamed 
work of Mani and the citations he gives appear much fuller and more genuine than those 
normally found in Greek anti-Manichaean writings. 
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himself with evil. As a divine figure, he never truly suffered death on the cross; 
the Manichaeans believed instead that he feigned death. His suffering was a 
similitude, an exemplum for the deliverance of our souls; it was the Evil One 
(and not the real Christ, as other Gnostic teachers alleged) who at a distance 
stood and laughed at the crucified Christ. As the ‘Jesus of Light’, he is also 
a redeemer of the enslaved Light and alongside the Mother of Life and the 
Living Spirit helps to ferry the freed Light-Particles from the moon to the 
sun. Finally, as Jesus patibilis, he personifies the suffering of Light-Particles 
‘crucified’ in Matter. A Manichaean preacher like Faustus, therefore, could 
speak in a similar but not identical theological language on such basic doctrinal 
issues as the Trinity: 


We worship one deity, under the threefold title ofthe Almighty God the Father, 
and His Son Christ, and of the Holy Spirit. While these are one and the same, 
we believe also that the Father properly dwells in the highest or principal light, 
which Paul calls light inaccessible, and the Son is His second or visible light. 
And as the Son is Himself twofold, according to the Apostle, who speaks of 
Christ as the power of God and the wisdom of God, we believe that His power 
dwells in the sun, and His wisdom in the moon. We also believe that the Holy 
Spirit, the third Majesty, has set His seat and His home in the whole circle of 
the atmosphere. By His influence and spiritual infusion, the earth conceives 
and brings forth the suffering Jesus, who, as hanging from every tree, is the 
life and salvation of men. Though you oppose these doctrines so violently, 
your religion resembles ours in attaching the same sacredness to the bread 
and wine that we do to everything, this is our belief, which you will have an 
opportunity of hearing more of, if you wish to do so. 


The sect’s rejection of substantial parts of the Old Testament as essential for 
salvation would have given it an obvious edge in debates given the ambiva- 
lent attitude of most Christians towards the Old Covenant in late antiquity. 
Moreover, the Manichaeans claimed to be true Christians who did not rely 
on a revision of basic Christian tenets, but who instead maintained that the 
essence of Christianity was conduct rather than doctrine. Faustus claimed 
that he accepted the gospel, but by gospel he meant the preaching of Christ — 
and by the preaching of Christ, he meant exclusively the moral commands. 
The essence of Christianity therefore was morality, not theology, and Faustus 
was not slow to insist that professing a doctrine is incomparably easier than 
submitting to a set of strict moral commands: 


23 Augustine, c. Faust. 20.11 (CSEL 25": 550). 
24 Augustine, c. Faust. 20.2 (CSEL 25": 536). 
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Do you accept the Gospel? — You ask me whether I accept it when it is 
clear to me that I accept it because I observe what it commands. Or shall I 
ask you whether you accept it even though there seems to be no indication 
of acceptance of the Gospel? I have left father and mother, wife, children 
and whatever else that is commanded by the Gospel (Matt. 19:29) and you 
ask whether I accept the Gospel? Unless you are still ignorant of what it is 
that is called the Gospel. For it is nothing other than the commandments of 
Christ. I have rejected silver and gold and have ceased to keep even copper 
in my waistband. I am content with my daily food, caring nothing for that 
of tomorrow, not anxious as to how my stomach is to be filled or my body 
covered (Matt. 10:9 ff and 6:25 ff.) and you ask me if I accept the Gospel? You 
see in me those Beatitudes of Christ (Matt. 5:3 ff.) which make up the Gospel; 
and you ask whether I accept it? You see me poor, you see me meek, you see 
me peace-loving, one pure in heart, mourning, accepting hunger, thirst, and 
suffering persecutions and hatred for righteousness’ sake and you doubt if I 
accept the Gospel?” 


Since Manichaean asceticism bore so many practical resemblances to its 
Christian counterpart, the Manichaeans were not unjustified in thinking that 
their version was superior in that it was demanded of all the Elect and was 
the sine qua non of full salvation. The strict moral commands of the sect do 
not stem from a desire for personal holiness but from a strictly negative view 
of the human body - especially its sexual functions. Moreover, because the 
Manichaeans saw the cosmos as we know it as the product of concupiscence 
on the part of the Archons of Darkness, their theory of the subsequent impris- 
onment of the soul in matter was an attempt to explain the mixture of good 
and evil in men. This explanation, which absolves both the Godhead and 
mankind from being the source of evil, was a great attraction to the young 
Augustine — and, no doubt, to many others - and it therefore had to be coun- 
tered intellectually with full force. Manichaean dualism appeared to Christian 
theologians in late antiquity to eliminate or weaken moral responsibility by 
assuming that evil (like goodness) has a real substantial existence and that its 
appearance in human life is due to the mixture of two dissimilar substances in 
the constitution of man. Unlike theologians who followed Paul’s pessimistic 
view of an enfeebled and corrupt human nature that suffers from the fall of 
Adam, Christian opponents of Manichaean dualism had to begin their defence 
with the insistence that man is by nature good and that evil is the result of 
behaviour guided by an unhealthy will. Against Manichaeans who would argue 
that natural disasters (such as earthquakes and volcanic eruptions) and human 


25 Augustine, c. Faust. 5.1 (CSEL 25": 271). 
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catastrophes (such as wars and massacres) stem from an evil first principle, a 
Christian father like Titus would defend the Christian position ofa benevolent 
Creator-God by arguing that human greed and propensity to live sinfully lay 
at the heart of many such human miseries and that many of these problems 
could be alleviated by ascetic living and a peaceful outlook. Moreover, death 
brings to the Christians not only the end of their struggle against sin but also 
the enjoyment of the fruits of their labour of virtue that accrue to the pious 
after death.”° 

Manichaean asceticism and cultic practice featured strongly in the anti- 
Manichaean writings of Leo the Great (sed. 440-61), who was the only pope to 
take to the offensive against the sect. Shortly after he had ascended the throne 
of St Peter, he received a report which informed him of certain obscene rites 
which were celebrated by the Manichaeans and he immediately ordered a 
full inquiry. A number of Manichaean Elect of both sexes were summoned 
before a commission and they confessed under interrogation to hideous crimes 
involving ceremonial intercourse between a youth and girl of ten arranged 
by a Manichaean bishop. In his sermons, Leo pointed out that Mani’s claim 
to be the Paraclete was bogus because the Holy Spirit had already been given 
to the apostles at Pentecost. Leo also pointed out that the excessive fasting 
of the Manichaeans was due to their denial of the humanity of Christ rather 
than to any genuine ascetical principles. He also attacked the interest shown 
by Manichaeans in astrology as a form of fatalism. Above all, the Manichaeans 
relied not only on canonical Christian scriptures but also on apocryphal 
Christian writings for their canon of scriptures.” The findings of Leo’s inves- 
tigative committee duly prompted the reigning emperors to issue orders for 
the arrest of Manichaeans and severe penalties for those who had committed 
sacrilege; they also declared adherence to the sect to be a public crime.” 

Within the context of a Christian empire, some of the sect’s membership 
might have developed into either a philosophical school or an extreme ascetic 
movement that relied more on the continuing re-interpretation of the essence 
of Mani’s teaching than on a strict adherence to the canonical writings of the 
original founder. An increasingly tenuous connection to the original texts by 
the Manichaeans themselves, coupled with the aforementioned ignorance of 
Manichaean sources among their Christian opponents, made the liberal use of 


26 Titus of Bostra, Adv. Manich. 2.24 (ed. de Lagarde, 41.4-42.30). 

27 Leo the Great, Tractatus 16.4 (CCSL 138: 64) and Tractatus 9.4 (138: 37); see esp. all the 
relevant material by Leo on Manichaeism collected in H. G. Schipper and J. van Oort, 
Leo Magnus, sermones et epistulae, 11-16 and 39-51. 

28 CTh, Leges Novellae Valentiniani 18 (eds. Mommsen and Meyer, 11: 103-5). 
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the term ‘Manichaean’ for abuse increasingly easy during the major theological 
debates of the fourth and fifth centuries. Even as staunch an opponent of 
Manichaeism as Severus of Antioch was anathematised as a Manichaean.”? 
The severe persecution of the sect instigated by Justinian marked the end of 
the use of Manichaean scriptures both by the sect and by its opponents.” It was 
this demythologised and sanitised version of Manichaeism that would later 
be used by the orthodox-minded churchmen in Byzantium and the medieval 
West as a heretical prototype against neo-Gnostic sects such as the Paulicians 
of Asia Minor, the Bogomils of the Balkans, the Paterenes of Italy and above 
all the Cathars of Languedoc. 
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